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Abstract 
In “Algorithm, Agency, and Potentiality: Reading Constraint-Based Poetry,” I explore 
the complexities of reading texts that are constrained by algorithms and computer code. I 
focus on two types of literature: Oulipo and contemporary computer-generated poetry. I 
begin by discussing the intellectual history of Oulipo and its main characteristics. Because 
Oulipo shares many key traits with contemporary computer-generated poetry, these types of 
literature can be used to read each other. I then analyze how the role of the author is 
obscured in The Policeman’s Beard is Half Constructed, a book of poetry written by the 
computer program Racter in 1984, and Raymond Queneau’s Cent Mille Milliards de 
poémes, Oulipo’s seminal work. Using examples from contemporary computer-generated 
poems by authors including Stuart Moulthrop, Oni Buchanan, and Jason Nelson, I next 
discuss the reader as being placed on a spectrum of agency in which they have more or less 
control of the output of the work depending on how tightly the author controls the work’s 
potentialities. Finally, I explore ways to close-read constraint-based poetry, taking into 
account the work’s awareness of itself as a poem and as a program. I argue that in order to 
read constraint-based literature with confidence and nuance, scholars must acknowledge 
the complex relationship between the computer, the author, and the reader.  
!“Here we find ourselves, nose to nose as it were, 
considering things in spectacular ways, ways untold 
even by my private managers…Well, have we indeed 
reached a crisis? Which way do we turn?”  
 
–Racter, 1984 !
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